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This paper reports on an ongoing partnership between Queensland University of 
Technology and Volunteering Queensland regarding the development and revision of a 
website for community leaders. The website, designed in late 2003, was established to 
provide a range of learning activities for community leaders including a problem based 
learning activity, case studies of community leaders and a range of resources deemed 
significant for leaders in the community. To date, anecdotal evidence as well as some 
more hard evidence (i.e. number of visits to the site), indicates that the site appears to 
be a valuable resource for community leaders. The purpose of this paper was firstly to 
investigate the utility of the site and secondly to consider some bigger issues concerning 
its sustainability. To achieve this, the paper explores the perceptions of (i) a group of 
community leaders regarding the strengths and weaknesses of the site; and (ii) key 
stakeholders (from QUT and Volunteering Queensland) who participated in a focus 
group discussion to consider important issues relating to its management and 
sustainability. Themes emerging from the two groups are provided and implications for 
small scale partnership projects such as this one are discussed.  
 
Introduction  
In 2002, staff from the Faculty of Education at Queensland University of Technology 
(QUT) in collaboration with staff from Volunteering Queensland (VQ), Queensland’s 
peak volunteering organisation, were successful in securing a small QUT community 
service grant to develop a website for community leaders. The purpose of developing a 
website was to provide a resource that would be relevant and practical for grass roots 
community leaders, many of whom do not always have access to structured or formal 
programs of learning. Thus, the creation of a web based resource was deemed an 
appropriate resource because of its accessibility and flexibility and because of its 
potential to reduce the isolation of leaders in remote and rural communities.  Over the 
course of the year, a website was developed by the project team (comprising volunteers 
and paid staff from Volunteering Queensland and Queensland University of 
Technology) who created the bulk of the resources. Some of the resources included a 
range of articles (written by members of the team), a list of related websites, tip sheets 
for community leaders, a problem based learning activity, and case studies of 
community leaders. In late 2003, the website was launched.  
 
In 2004, the team was again successful in obtaining a community service grant from 
QUT. The focus of this second grant was to review and revise the current website. The 
team believed this was timely given that the website had been in operation for a year yet 
we had very little hard evidence to suggest that the site was effective, appropriate or 
user-friendly. The focus of this paper, then, is a discussion of the feedback we received 
from community leaders and other stakeholders and the key issues we grappled with in 
our conversations as a team regarding the best way to proceed to improve the website. 
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A key consideration was that the creation of a website that would be sustainable, 
accessible and highly appropriate for community leaders. The paper begins by a 
discussion of the theoretical framework that informed our thinking and practices as we 
worked in partnership on the redevelopment of the website.  
 
Literature review  
For the past few years, the focus of the Volunteering Queensland Education Team has 
been on capacity building. The community leadership website has been one of the core 
projects the team has undertaken in partnership with Queensland University of 
Technology as part of its capacity building efforts. Chaskin (in Sustainable 
Communities Network, 2003, p. 6) provides one of the clearer definitions of community 
capacity as: “the interaction of human capital, organizational resources and social 
capital existing within a given community that can be leveraged to solve collective 
problems and improve or maintain the well-being of a given community. It may operate 
through informal social processes and/or organized effort”.   
 
Hawe, Noout, King and Jordaus  (2000) have suggested that capacity building (in 
health) refers to at least three very different activities: 
 
 Building infra-structure (to deliver programs) 
 Building partnerships and organisational environments (to help sustain programs 
and gains or positive outcomes) 
 Building problem solving capacity in communities and systems (to ensure 
appropriate responses to new problems in unfamiliar contexts) 
 
This project has engaged in all three levels of capacity building activity.  
 
Six key principles underpin these capacity building efforts (Hounslow, 2002; Mayer, 
2002; Sustainable Communities Network, 2003) and the community leadership website 
redevelopment was informed by this approach.   
 
1. Asset focus 
Capacity building identifies and builds on the assets and strengths within the 
community. The website team adopted this approach by utilising existing resources 
within various communities; interviewing community leaders for the development of 
specific resources, engaging a range of community leaders and educators in the data 
gathering stage, and working with, and building on existing skills within the team itself. 
 
2. Relationships and networks   
Capacity building is relationship driven, and utilises, builds and extends on networks, 
partnerships and alliances. This includes valuing and supporting informal networks and 
the variety of relationships already existing within communities, as well as 
acknowledging the importance of relational leadership. Again, this project 
acknowledged this, relying on networks with current community leaders and a range of 
existing partnerships to develop and extend resources.  
 
3.  Local nature of initiatives 
A focus on assets and strengths within communities that are driven and fostered by 
relationships and networks requires a strong internal focus “stressing the primacy of 
local definition, investment, creativity hope and control” (Kretzmann & McKnight, 
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1993, p. 5). A key driver in developing this website was to provide information for 
community leaders and build on local leaders’ knowledge and approaches, while 
recognising and validating the importance of specific leadership initiatives in local 
contexts.  
 
4. Community empowerment and engagement 
Capacity building goes beyond community consultation and involvement and seeks to 
empower and engage the community. The consultation process informed how the 
redevelopment was approached. The involvement of a variety of local leaders and 
people who had previously worked on the website was sought, and they were engaged 
in working on a variety of projects which came out of these consultations. Existing 
volunteers were also employed to further develop and engage this team of contributors. 
 
5. Inclusion 
Inclusion is a key principle in much of the capacity building thinking. By engaging all 
groups, including those who in the past have been marginalised, we can identify a range 
of assets previously not recognised or valued; gain greater participation which can lead 
to better solutions and outcomes; and avoid social isolation and disconnection, fostering 
greater social capital and cohesion(Bush, Mutch & Dower, 2001; Kretzmann & 
McKnight, 1993). Developing a much broader set of resources and materials, and the 
choice of community leader role models was informed by a desire to work with and 
involve youth and indigenous leaders in deliberations and resource building. 
 
6. Sustainability 
Many of the previous themes link to the idea of sustainable communities and 
sustainable projects. This was a key consideration in terms of this particular project, for 
both the physical website and the partnership between Volunteering Queensland and 
Queensland University of Technology , and while all six principles were considered in 
the process, the key issue of sustainability was one in which the team grappled.  
 
Methodology  
The methodology that has steered the project since its inception is action research and 
several phases or cycles of action research have been implemented. Action research is 
often seen as a process of problem solving and enquiry that leads to improvement or 
change in practice.  Action research involves a series of cycles of planning, acting and 
observing, reflecting and replanning (Kemmis & Wilkinson, 1998, p. 21) and two key 
features of action research are its practical and collaborative focus (Zuber-Skerritt, 
1991). For all of these reasons, action research was deemed an effective approach to use 
for this partnership project that comprised members of staff from two universities, 
members of staff from Volunteering Queensland, and two QUT students who were 
funded by the grant to participate in the project.    
 
During the redevelopment phase of the website, the team participated in several cycles 
of action research. For simplification purposes, only one cycle of action research will be 
discussed here. The first cycle saw us collect data from two important sources. The first 
was a focus group discussion with a specially chosen group of stakeholders/critical 
friends that sought feedback on the website. These stakeholders provided a range of 
perspectives from the previous website development team, leadership educators, 
community leaders and information technology (IT) management. A short survey was 
sent to each of the stakeholders who were encouraged to complete it before they 
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attended the meeting. This survey became the central point of the focus group 
discussion. It included four key questions which asked participants (i) what were the 
strengths of the website; (ii) what additional topics should be included; (iii) what 
resources and tools should be included; and (iv) how can the website be made easier to 
use? 
 
The second source of data came from a small cohort of community leaders. The same 
short survey was circulated to fifteen community leaders and five were completed and 
returned. We felt it was critical to seek feedback from community leaders themselves 
since they were the group for whom the website was designed and the key people who 
would be using it.   Regarding data analysis, one member of the team took major 
responsibility for collating the findings from both the focus group discussion and the 
community leaders’ surveys. The short summaries of ideas provided the team with 
important information to talk through regarding the direction we should take to refine 
and improve the website’s development.     
 
An important part of the action research cycle was reflection on action and reflection on 
the project’s aims that helped us to think through key decisions. Much of this reflection 
was facilitated through the use of conversations since conversations are a useful 
medium for people to exchange ideas and points of view on various topics (Jenlink & 
Carr, 1996). Two key types of conversations are discussion conversations (Jenlink & 
Carr, 1996) and dialogue conversations (Lambert 1995). While discussion conversations 
are viewed as the most common way that participants can share their individual feelings 
and ideas about issues (Jenlink & Carr, 1996), dialogue conversations are those when 
people become aware of others’ assumptions and thereby reflect on their assumptions. 
In our meetings, both types of conversations were fully in use.  
 
Data analysis and discussion 
The following is a summary of the feedback from the focus group and community 
leaders in addition to a discussion of the decisions we made as a team in response to this 
feedback. 
 
Strengths of the website 
An important and repeated message received from the focus group participants was the 
website, in its original format, was an important repository of useful information. 
Participants identified some of the key features as its simple layout and easy to use 
menus, the option to download articles in PDF format and its link to the VQ website. 
Participants commented that the resources available on the website were both “practical 
and relevant”, with tip sheets that were deemed accessible and well-structured. The case 
studies of the community leaders were said to complement learning and provide an 
insight into the values and work of local leaders.  This feedback was very reassuring 
and underscored to us that the product we had created had a strong asset focus 
(Hounslow, 2002), although we were aware that it could be strengthened further. 
  
Another important feature that members of the focus group highlighted was its 
Australian focus and this seemed to increase its perceived significance.  It was the 
team’s intention from the beginning of the project to create a website that would have a 
local nature (Mayer, 2002) and ‘local definition’ (Kretzmann & McKnight 1993) and 
would consist of issues and ideas reflective of the Australian context.   
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Addressing new areas 
Additional topics that focus group members and community leaders identified for 
inclusion in the website were based around collaboration, ethics, youth engagement, 
working with groups, and community leadership. To address this, a young community 
leader and an Indigenous grass roots leader who had worked on an innovative project 
with homeless people were interviewed and case studies were written. A representative 
from a local youth organisation wrote a tip sheet for the site. New resources based on 
team collaboration and group work were added, as was a new ethical problem-based 
learning activity designed by one member of the team.  Further articles on community 
leadership, written by team members were included.  This whole process was aided 
significantly by the quality of the relationships and networks (Mayer, 2002) the team 
had in place and was able to call upon.  Firstly, the team had strong networks in the 
wider community and for this reason it was relatively easy to access some of these 
networks to locate key personnel who could help us address the new topics.  Our 
rationale here was to be as inclusive (Bush et al., 2001) as possible as well as to 
empower and engage members of the community (Sustainable Communities Network, 
2003) to contribute in important ways to the redevelopment process. Secondly, all 
members of the partnership team had strengths and specific skills which they were able 
to draw upon and put to good use.   
 
Design and technology of the website 
An important area we were cognisant of during the course of the redevelopment of the 
website was to ensure that its overall design and structure was as accessible, attractive 
and user friendly as possible in accordance with the Web Content Accessibility 
Guidelines (Chisholm, Vanderheiden & Jacobs, 2000) provided by the World Wide 
Web Consortium (W3C).  One of the team members had expertise in IT and played a 
major role in guiding us towards its redevelopment.  Feedback from one of our focus 
group participants indicated that the articles, as they currently appeared on the website, 
were difficult to navigate. To address this, in-text hyperlinks were added to each article 
to enable users to go directly to specific parts of articles instead of reading through the 
whole body of text. We also endeavoured to make resources more accessible by 
including links on the ‘Additional Resources Page’ which were divided into sub-
headings with in-page links to enable users to more quickly identify relevant material. 
An aesthetic addition to the website was the design and inclusion of a logo for the site 
which could be used to differentiate it when saved to a users ‘My Favourites’ list. 
 
Conservative use of graphics and appropriate image optimisation techniques were 
utilised to help keep download times as low as possible while creating a visually 
attractive tool. We also endeavoured to ensure that navigation elements were easily 
recognisable and consistent in order to make exploration simple. Given that our target 
audience was recognised as being task-focused and busy individuals, we adopted a user-
centric approach to information design (Sawasdichai & ZPoggenpohl, 2002). Content 
was deliberately buried at no more than three clicks or levels, making navigation to 
specific areas of interest quick and easy. 
 
Site architecture and design was developed with the ability to accommodate additional 
content, so new articles or resources could be uploaded to the site at a future date, and 
the site was created using a variety of software applications, design and principles 
processes (such as document notes and versioning) that are common to the design 
industry, making it easier for another designer to update it or make changes.  
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Another important feature of the redesign of the website was to use print and text-reader 
friendly formats of optimised print versions of content, making resources accessible to 
everyone. Common hypertext mark-up and scripting was used, and are compatible on 
the majority of browsers on various operating systems including most hosting 
environments. The Community Leadership website is hosted by Volunteering 
Queensland.  Volunteering Queensland will maintain responsibility for ensuring its 
servers are maintained and reliable at all times. It is believed by the team that 
aforementioned design features should assist the website to be a continued valuable 
resource tool.  
 
Sustainability 
Central to capacity building is the notion of sustainability (Sustainable Communities 
Network, 2003) and uppermost in our minds as we were redeveloping the website was a 
set of decisions surrounding the sustainability of the website once we had achieved our 
major aim of completing a better and improved product. An illustration is used to 
highlight one of the important conversations that team members had repeatedly over the 
direction of the new website. This related to whether we would host a message board or 
chat room within the site. While the idea was one which the team would have liked to 
pursue to help foster communication and discussion between community leaders, it was 
decided that an effective and high quality discussion facility was not viable given the 
limited resources of the project. The most significant resource that could not be 
guaranteed long term was an online discussion mediator, and this role was essential for 
managing and promoting discussions, and also for the monitoring of incoming 
materials. This was of paramount importance, as adequate risk management was 
essential to both partners of the project. As a discussion board could not be resourced 
we ensured there were a number of other ways site users could contact authors of the 
articles and also Volunteering Queensland if they desired to do so. 
 
Updating the content of the site in the future was another sustainability issue 
encountered by the team. It was recognised that funding for another overhaul of the 
website would not be readily available in the future. It was decided that new material, 
could be drip-fed onto the site through the IT Team at Volunteering Queensland, as it 
was developed or became available. The concept of a regular E-Newsletter and a 
Community Acts page were also discussed, however it was decided it was not realistic 
to expect current team members to dedicate themselves to such an ongoing commitment 
given that they all have other responsibilities. 
 
The website was initially developed with sustainability, accessibility and usability in 
mind, and it was pertinent that any changes continued to reflect this. Certain website 
design principles were utilised to make it accessible to as many users as possible, with 
special consideration for people with disabilities, which involved compiling a list of 
user technical requirements and accessibility issues, and offsetting them with 
information architecture and aesthetic objectives to positively influence the overall 
usability of the site. 
 
Conclusion and Implications 
The partnership between QUT and Volunteering Queensland regarding the development 
and revision of a website for community leaders was grounded in six principles of 
community capacity building. Existing assets within the community and team itself 
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were utilised to further develop the website, as were existing relationships and 
networks, which also proved to strengthen the local focus of the website. Engaging 
community leaders through a focus group and surveys proved valuable in identifying 
new materials, and ideas of inclusion inspired the specific engagement of youth and 
indigenous community members. By far the most influential aspect of capacity building 
was the issue of sustainability. The data collected from the focus groups and community 
leaders both confirmed anecdotal feedback of the accessibility and usability of the site, 
and provided direction for the further development of the site. While most suggestions 
for new topics and resources were addressed, issues of sustainability hindered the 
development of more interactive activities such as a chat room or discussion board and 
an E-Newsletter. The website design itself was heavily influenced by the use of 
sustainable technology, combining a user-friendly and aesthetically pleasing interface 
with options that allow the site to be updated in the future. 
 
In reflection, two key outcomes of this project related to the product and process that 
underpinned its development. Firstly, we achieved our outcome of redeveloping and 
revising a website, which we believe has the potential to support the ongoing learning 
and development of community leaders. Secondly, we worked very hard to ensure that 
the journey we took as a team was a collaborative, democratic and inclusive one. Thus, 
the final part of the paper raises some generic lessons or implications that partnership 
projects may wish to consider:  
 
Key issues for partners in projects to consider and address include the need for:  
 
 Trust / respect – between partners and concern for well-being of each partner / 
organization as well as trust in the quality of work of each; 
 Generosity in working together – willingness to work together and support each 
other throughout the life of the project; 
 Clearly defined roles and responsibilities and the identification of expected 
inputs and outcomes for each party;  
 Complementary nature – partners bringing different skills, experiences and 
resources to the partnership; 
 Recognition of limitations of the project resources and of contributors; 
 Maintaining manageable and achievable goals within timeframes and resources 
of the project; 
 In some cases, consideration of the longer term and issues surrounding 
sustainability of the partnership or product once the life of the project is over; 
and 
 Genuine conversations based on open communication – partners willing and 
able to raise different opinions.  
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